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Abstract 
In place of an indigenous culture, Houston has gath-
ered an industry devoted to deploying generic, un-
derstandable, manmade environments in places they 
otherwise might not seem to belong. 
This project is a website that attempts to link 
the history of Houston to recent major transforma-
tions in the American landscape: the seeming ho-
mogenization of urban, suburban, and exurban areas; 
the increasing isolation of people and buildings from 
their natural surroundings; the rise of generic ap-
proaches to specific problems. 
Two stories illustrate and mythologize this pro-
cess: how Brownwood subdivision, a once-elite neigh-
borhood just outside Houston city limits, slowly 
sunk into the surrounding bay, was abandoned, and 
turned into a marsh preserve; and how engineers 
altered and repackaged the American flag so that it 
could be planted on the moon. A short series of ex-
hibits intersects with the stories and allows visitors 
to the website to trace their own paths between idea 
and narrative. 
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Introduction 
Houston Wet is a browsable mythology: a set of ideas, 
and a small collection of illustrated stories, about a 
place. 
I am interested, particularly, in how ideas and 
narratives connect: how details, if you look at them 
a certain way, embody the larger battles in which 
they are situated. The stories I use to illustrate this 
phenomenon portray this city at its extremes; they 
make better myths than evidence. I retell them not 
to prove any grand theory, but to suggest the possi-
bility of intimate connections between some banali-
ties of daily living and the larger issues of how our 
culture chooses to inhabit this earth. 
Houston Wet is a website. As of this writing, it is 
available online, at http://www.rice.edu/-lda/wet. 
This booklet is not meant to replicate the project 
itself, but to document it-to introduce it, summa-
rize it, and describe some of its qualities-in a me-
dium that is probably more permanent, or at least 
more stable, than the web. 
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This project is an attempt to identify Houston's role 
in some of the immense transformations that have 
rearranged the American landscape over the last 
thirty years: the seeming homogenization of urban, 
suburban, and exurban areas in this country; the 
increasing isolation of people and buildings from 
their natural surroundings; and the rise of generic 
solutions to specific problems. 
Professional curmudgeon James Howard Kunstler 
calls it something else: "jive-plastic commuter tract 
home wastelands, ... Potemkin village shopping 
plazas with their vast parking lagoons ... Lego-
block hotel complexes, ... 'gourmet mansardic' 
junk-food joints ... particle-board garden apart-
ments rising up in every meadow and cornfield"-
creating, in short, "the geography of nowhere." 
(1993; 10) 
Because Houston is fully invested in the main-
stream economic characteristics of the late twenti-
eth century-global markets, multinational 
conglomerates, massive government subsidies of se-
lected industries, a weakened labor force, "flexible 
accumulation"-the growth and development of 
Houston as a whole mirrors recent patterns of growth 
in outlying areas of older cities. 
Houston, specifically, is how most American cit-
ies are growing today. 
4 
Jiffy Lube on Dairy Ashford, 1996. Photo by the author. 
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"The post-war collapse of Elm Street and Main 
Street," writes Albert Pope (1993), "is followed by 
'Houston,' the production of an endless and anony-
mous sprawl of freeways, office parks, subdivisions, 
and malls. This is the city that unchecked consumer 
capital really wants to make .... the truth of the 
matter, like it or not, is that by now 'Houston' is 
everywhere." 
If "Houston" is everywhere, what does that im-
ply about the city of Houston? What is the connec-
tion between this city and the development patterns 
it seems to represent? How could we possibly con-
sider Houston-or, for that matter, any location-
to be even a symbolic hometown of a universal, 
generic form of development that is distinctly di-
vorced from the idea of "place"? 
6 
Gulf Freeway, 1996. Photo by the author. 
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Space Station traveling exhibit, 
Johnson Space Center, 1996. 
Photo by the author. 
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I think it is possible to imagine it: a city devoted 
to the enterprise of making life possible where it 
otherwise might not obviously be. In Houston, this 
idea predates the founding of NASA, the building 
of the giant air-conditioned expanse of the Astro-
dome, even the discovery of oil. It was present at 
the city's founding: Houston, a real-estate scam, an 
artificial, instant capital of an invented republic. A 
booming metropolis-a great international port-
just where it would seem most unlikely: in the middle 
of a sweltering, soggy coastal plain. 
9 
Linwood Street, Brownwood, 
after Tropical Storm Delia, 
1973. The Volkswagen in the 
center is parked on the raised 
perimeter road . 
Courtesy Brownwood Civic 
Association Archives. 
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C.A. Webber and Coralie Roe 
watch the destruction of a 
portion of their light-
hydrocarbon lab to make room 
for a new laboratory building, 
Baytown, 1966. 
Courtesy Sterling Municipal 
Library, Baytown. 
This project, Houston Wet, paints a picture of this 
city as a giant war zone and laboratory. Over ape-
riod of more than 150 years, Houstonians have 
fought steadily escalating battles against nature-
just to be able to live here, in this difficult environ-
ment. In the course of battle, we have learned from 
our mistakes, developing and appropriating succes-
sively more complex techniques with which to iso-
late ourselves not only from the particular hazards 
of this soggy land, but from hazards that might ex-
ist in any environment. 
Ironically, in other locations, parallel battles have 
yielded building practices that we might term "ap-
propriate," or even "indigenous," because they in-
scribe the particular qualities of the region into the 
architecture itself. 
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Lee College Open House Tour, Baytown, 1951. Courtesy Sterling 
Municipal Library, Baytown. 
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In Houston, locally developed, regional technolo-
gies have always been eagerly abandoned when more 
powerful, more generic solutions developed elsewhere 
could be imported: thus ceiling fans and the siting 
of buildings for ventilation have given way to air 
conditioning; the paving of streets with shells has 
given way to paving with asphalt; and local diners 
have given way to fast-food franchises. 
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Allbritton's demolition, 1996. 
Photo by the author. 
The major strategies Houston has appropriat ed 
and made its own-and which I explore in this 
project-are the same strategies employed in simi-
lar generic developments in other cities. 
So how is Houston different from any other boom-
ing sunbelt city? In Houston, generic solutions have 
been applied so persistently that they have estab-
lished themselves as a significant aspect of the local 
culture. Here, the attempt to insulate human life 
from any hazards anywhere has staked a strong claim 
as an appropriate, if not quite indigenous, way of 
life. 
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Back to Nature, 
Off to the Moon 
Mary Catherine Brown in her 
backyard , Brownwood subdivi-
sion, 1968. The white tower in 
the background, across the 
Houston Ship Channel, is the 
San Jacinto Monument. 
Courtesy Suzanne and 
J.T. Brown. 
Back to Nature 
Brownwood subdivision was once the most elite resi-
dential section of Baytown. Perched on a bay fronting 
the Houston Ship Channel, it featured the expen-
sive homes of executives and engineers for the 
nation's largest petrochemical complex, which had 
sprouted nearby. Excessive use of groundwater-both 
by industry and the municipalities that grew around 
it-caused the subdivision in the 1960s to begin to 
sink into the bay, slowly at first. Eventually, 
Brownwood was destroyed almost completely by 
Hurricane Alicia in 1983. Today, the abandoned 
peninsula has returned to Nature, partly on its own 
and partly through the efforts of a marshland resto-
ration project funded by chemical companies under 
court order. 
In caricature, the story of Brownwood subdivi-
sion introduces themes at the heart of the story of 
Houston: a rich but ultimately inhospitable land, 
upon which human development must be consid-
ered tenuous. Now desolate, Brownwood presents a 
concrete image of the world after mankind is gone. 
The website tells the story of Brownwood in words 
and photographs. It begins with a freak storm on 
Valentine's Day, 1969-a storm that didn't seem 
particularly powerful, but flooded the neighborhood 
nonetheless, forcing residents to evacuate. 
Brownwood had flooded before, but this was the first 
major sign of a larger and more chronic problem. 
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Subsidence was a problem known until then almost 
exclusively to geologists, who long suspected its con-
nection to the withdrawal of fluids beneath the earth. 
Sixty years earlier, oil had been discovered at 
nearby Goose Creek, and the area became a 
boomtown. Overnight, sleepy cattle pastures and 
quiet bays became mucky fields crammed with 
wooden rigs. The oil lasted only a few years, but the 
area continued to prosper: Humble Oil & Refining 
Company built a refinery near Goose Creek, which 
they renamed Baytown. One of the first recorded 
incidents of subsidence occurred at Goose Creek in 
1918; geologists hired by the oil companies traced 
it to the extraction of oil. 
Brownwood itself came partly from the estate of 
Edwin Rice Brown II, a rancher and speculator. Ex-
ecutives from Humble, seeking land outside the re-
finery complex on which to build their own houses, 
approached Brown's heirs and subdivided the land 
for them. World War II opened new markets for the 
oil companies: explosives and plastics. As the refin-
ery complex grew and prospered, so did Brownwood. 
Residents described life in Brownwood in the 
1950s and early 1960s as idyllic: it was a beautiful 
setting, by the water, with plenty of trees and green-
ery. It was isolated from the rougher areas of 
Baytown, and a great place to raise children. And 
residents looked to the barges and tankers that 
24 
Drilling in Tabbs Bay, Goose Creek oil field, circa 1917. Courtesy Sterling Municipal Library, Baytown . 
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passed through the Houston Ship Channel across 
the bay as evidence of their own prosperity. 
Hurricane Carla, in 1961, destroyed much of 
Brownwood. But with promises of support from the 
federal government, the community rebuilt. Then 
came the flooding problems: occasional at first , but 
then, after 1969, a part of life. 
When plans for a larger levee stalled because of 
problems with funding, residents built up the pe-
rimeter road around their subdivision to keep the 
water out. But the road kept the water in, too, and 
after floods the neighborhood filled up like a giant 
bowl. Residents, many tied to their mortgages, coped 
with the problems as best they could, taking turns 
watching pumps they had installed, keeping furni-
ture off the floor, adjusting their lives in countless 
ways. 
Eventually, the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers 
declared that the subdivision should be abandoned. 
But who would pay for the evacuation and resettle-
ment? President Ford signed a bill authorizing fed-
eral funds for most of the amount, but twice Baytown 
voters rejected bonds that would pay for the local 
share of the plan. 
Hurricane Alicia, nature's own bulldozer, settled 
the issue in 1983. The land was given to the city, 
with the stipulation that it be turned into parkland-
residents would not be allowed to rebuild. After sit-
ting for years as a dangerous, swampy dumping 
26 
Richard and Molly Waters's House, Brownwood, 1976. Courtesy Brownwood Civic Association Archives. 
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ground, the land became marsh-both from neglect 
and-in one area of the site-through the concerted 
effort of a marshland restoration project run by the 
French Limited Task Group, a consortium of oil and 
chemical companies creating wetlands under court 
order. Another part of the area later opened as the 
Myra C. Brown Bird Sanctuary; the city has further 
plans for parkland and a nature center. 
Today they are almost all gone, but for many years 
the remains of foundations and sunken homes dot-
ted the Brownwood landscape: haunting images of a 
lost civilization; of the land, after mankind has gone. 
Brownwood remains a clear symbol of how tempo-
rary our existence on earth is. In part, it also sym-
bolizes the difficult odds facing all development in 
Houston. 
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President Kennedy at Rice Stadium. 1962. Courtesy Aubrey Calvin. 
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Off to the Moon 
On September 12, 1962, President John F. Kennedy 
declared to a near-capacity crowd gathered at Rice 
Stadium that he wanted a "banner of peace" on the 
moon before the decade was out. But until a few 
short weeks before the flight of Apollo 11, there were 
no plans for astronauts to plant a flag on the lunar 
surface. 
How the flag was reinvented so that it could be 
placed on the moon makes an interesting story, but 
also makes a good parable for the settlement and 
growth of Houston. Here too, ideals from other lands 
had to be transformed and repackaged before they 
could be given form and implanted in a new envi-
ronment. 
The flag's makeover also serves as a summary of 
the manned space program. NASA, based in Hous-
ton, is a giant project devoted to the active transpo-
sition of earth's life-supporting conditions to foreign 
environments. 
The details of the flag story are equally evoca-
tive. They illustrate some of the strategies neces-
sary to the adaptation of generic objects to particular 
locations. In creating the flag mechanism, NASA 
engineers continued their practice of constant ex-
perimentation and testing. They learned from their 
mistakes, improving their design on successive mis-
sions. Their transformation of the flag followed the 
structure of almost any transplant: they had to 
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change the object itself so that it would work in the 
new environment, and they had to protect it from 
new hazards it would encounter there. 
In his speech at Rice, President Kennedy anointed 
the city with a new mission. Houston, he declared, 
once the "furthest outpost in the old frontier of the 
West, will be the furthest outpost on the new fron-
tier of science and space." 
Jack Kinzler, a NASA engineer, proposed a spe-
cial telescoping bracket that would allow astronauts 
to plant a standard government-issue flag, slightly 
modified, in the lunar soil. With the bracket stuck 
in a new hem sewn at the top of the cloth, the flag 
would appear as if it were flying, even though the 
moon had no wind and very little gravity. 
Wrapped in a small package with a velcro closure, 
the flag would be moun ted on the underside of the 
lunar module ladder, where it would encounter ex-
treme temperatures upon landing. To prevent it from 
burning up, the assembly was enclosed in an insu-
lating sheath. The day before liftoff, Kinzler flew to 
32 
Packing the flag for Apollo 11 in Jack Kinzler's office, the day 
before liftoff, 1969. From left: Kinzler, Jack Jones, Dave McCraw, 
Tom Moser, Billy Drummond .. Courtesy NASA. 

Cape Canaveral to install the flag, with only hours 
to spare. 
But the translation of a flag on earth to a flag on 
the moon was more than a simple design problem; 
it involved experimentation. When they deployed the 
flag, astronauts Aldrin and Armstrong failed to fully 
extend the bracket, which left the flag with a slight 
ripple. This unplanned ripple turned out to be a 
good idea. It gave the image of the flag, beamed to 
TV sets worldwide, an added "realism." Astronauts 
on subsequent missions copied the look. 
The flag deployed by Apollo 12 astronauts 
drooped; engineers added a special latch on subse-
quent models to prevent the problem from recur-
nng. 
The Apollo flags symbolize human attempts to 
transcend nature's limits. They are also both sym-
bols and examples of efforts to extend inherited ide-
als into a foreign, unknown space. 
But as symbol as well as artifact, the moon flag is 
a different creature from its Earth-bound inspira-
tion. Begun with the intention of perpetuating what 
Dave McCraw demonstrates how Apollo 11 astronauts will unpack 
the flag, Johnson Space Center, 1969. Courtesy NASA. 
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already exists, such efforts result, perhaps inevita-
bly, not in the recreation of the original object, but 
in the creation of something new. 
Standing proud, lonely, and absurd in a foreign 
land, the flag serves as a standard for large-scale 
development in Houston. 
36 
Drooping flag, Apollo 12, 1969. Courtesy NASA. 
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The Website 
39 
To a limited extent, Houston Wet is an attempt to 
present ideas in a form that mirrors some of the 
strategies it identifies in the city it describes. Here 
though, ideas obtained locally, about a specific place, 
are seated in a seemingly universal, certainly place-
less medium available from around the world: the 
worldwide web. 
The best way to browse through the website is to 
use the remote control, a separate window you can 
keep on the side of your screen and use to navigate 
directly to any part of the site. The remote control 
loads automatically, but you can bring it to the front 
by selecting it from the introductory screen. 
Houston Wet requires the use of theN etscape N avi-
gator browser version 3.0 or above. The site has not 
been tested with other browsers. 
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The remote control serves as an outline of the 
site. The five bars at the top of the remote control, 
labeled "Scrapbook," "Words First," "Space Invad-
ers," "Dome Building," and "The End," are the ex-
hibits. These are detailed in the next chapter. 
Underneath them are links to the stories, "Back to 
Nature" - about Brownwood subdivision - and 
"Off to the Moon" -about the flag. The stories are 
divided into episodes, each identified by a short 
name. 
The narrative section is organized by event; the 
exhibit section is organized by idea. The division 
between story and idea in this site is, purposely, a 
bit messy. The exhibits and the narratives in Hous-
ton Wet are delineated separately, but they connect 
at certain points. 
From the remote control, visitors can jump to any 
section of the site they choose. The ideas and the 
stories have a natural sequence to them, but you 
can hop and browse through them in any order, just 
as you can with a book. 
Clicking on one of the episode titles brings up a 
screen in the main window that outlines the events 
in that episode. For example, clicking on the first 
episode in the first story, called "Scene," brings up 
its summary. This episode lays out a basic compari-
son between the fate of Brownwood and the story of 
the flag. 
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Viewers can jump to any particular frame in the 
episode by clicking on its icon or number. Or they 
can begin at the beginning: 
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Clicking the right arrow on the final frame brings 
up the summary page for the next section, called 
"Storm," which describes the small storm on 
Valentine's Day, 1969, that caused major flooding 
in Brownwood-and made it abundantly clear that 
flooding problems weren't being caused just by the 
weather. 
The website is constructed in a manner that al-
lows viewers to follow stories or arguments at their 
own will, and to make connections between them, 
without eviscerating the structure of the narrative. 
Pages in the narrative sections scroll horizontally. 
Exhibits, delineated in the next chapter, scroll ver-
tically. This arrangement is meant to suggest visu-
ally that narratives and exhibits might intersect. 
They do. Here's how the intersections work: If 
you see an image that interests you, click on it. For 
many of the images, this will change the remote con-
trol window, which will now display a list of related 
links-to individual screens in other parts of the 
site. These items may then be chosen; doing so brings 
up the selected screen in the main window. A link 
on the "related links" window will restore the re-
mote control to its original appearance. 
These connections allow viewers to trace their own 
paths through the material, ignoring or following 
the site's inherent structure as they wish, browsing 
and clicking on anything they find of interest. 
Though seemingly haphazard, such wanderings are 
64 

likely to create for the visitor a more compelling 
sequence than that implied by the organization of 
the site itself. For example, a viewer might follow 
the separate logics of narrative and exhibit in turn, 
following a story line until it runs in to a particular 
concept, then exploring that concept until it inter-
sects with another interesting story, and so on. It 
can be a fun way of browsing from narrative to ex-
hibit and back again. 
It is only a slight stretch to compare the role of 
the stories in this site with that of the flag on the 
moon: The stories have been translated to a new 
medium, yet they are to a degree protected from it. 
Hypertext frequently negates any sense that there 
is an inherent sequence to its content. These stories 
make use of hypertext; yet, like most stories, they 
still have a beginning, middle, and end. 
In Houston WetJ I depend on the viewer's under-
standing that the point in the narrative where he or 
she begins is not necessarily the narrative's begin-
ning, just as a book can be opened to any page and 
read in any sequence a reader desires. Connections 
between the logic of arguments and the flow of re-
lated narratives can open up stories to browsing, 
free association, and other properties of hypertext 
without destroying the sense of inherent sequence. 
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The Exhibits 
69 
The five exhibits in Houston Wet are attempts to 
present material in a format that has some con-
fluence with the ideas being pre sen ted. Thus the 
Scrapbook picks out similar or contrasting pairs of 
images and display them as they might appear in a 
photo album. "Words First," which discusses the 
primacy of ideas over location, displays a series of 
images in which the words actually do appear first, 
followed by images. "Space Invaders," which docu-
ments some of the spatial ramifications of the U.S. 
space program and Houston's Johnson Space Cen-
ter, appears as a map, which viewers can navigate 
and explore; on the pages that describe the strate-
gies identified on the campus, cutout photographs 
floating in the space of the page mimic the invasion 
of spatial strategies the section describes. "Dome 
Building" displays the Houston Astrodome in the 
process of construction as it describes two ideas in-
herent to that process. And "The End" displays the 
end of particular Houston structures in the form of 
a grand cinematic finale. 
The following pages reproduce or mimic much of 
the content of these exhibits. 
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We'll 
settle 
here 
We'll 
settle 
here 
"ONE SOMETIMES WONDERS," WROTE 
LARRY McMURTRY after driving through the 
southern parts of Houston toward the coast, "if 
Bowie and Travis and the rest would have fought so 
hard for this land if they had known how many ugly 
motels and shopping centers would eventually stand 
on it." 
I think they would have. 
Texas's early-19th-century settlers and their lat-
ter-day counterparts committed to seeding the land-
scape with "ugly motels and shopping centers" share 
an urge to colonize; to conquer and make produc-
tive use of a seemingly untamed land. 
The successes of Texas's earlier colonization in 
the name of independence clearly made possible its 
later colonization in the name of profit. Both gained 
a mythic element in their ability to claim the legacy 
of the cowboy: the independent master of the ter-
rain. 
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IN VARIOUS GUISES, the colonial idea pervades 
this place. One might hesitate to declare the idea of 
colonization the basis for Houston's entire modern 
economy; and yet the city has a huge number of in-
dustries that lend support to people and companies 
moving in and setting up shop- here and elsewhere. 
Settlers- old and new- alter their new environ-
ment to match preconceived notions of how the place 
should or might be. 
What the frontier never had, of course, was chain 
stores. Or housing developments on today's mas-
sive scale. Or huge amounts of capital available for 
investment in new enterprises on empty land. Or, 
for that matter, a huge and complex economy dedi-
cated to the industry of settlement itself. No matter 
the strength of its connection to actions of earlier 
settlers, this type of conquest of particular locations 
by institutionalized settlement machines is the ma-
jor story of America's late-20th-century economy. 
104 




108 

[?~liJ II IIII 
Coming 
toaSOOn 
location 
near you 
THERE IS SOMETHING INHERENTLY GE-
NERIC about this contemporary process of settle-
ment. To the extent that they cannot simply replicate 
the mass-production techniques of manufacturing 
firms, institutions devoted to some manner of settle-
ment will necessarily attempt to repeat and refine 
successes. Even "customized" projects presuppose 
some generic starting point, from which a particu-
lar solution will vary to a carefully measured de-
gree- not so much, of course, that it fails to 
maintain desired economies of scale. If a new fran-
chise fails, it can be abandoned, and built some-
where else. 
But more important, when planning and devel-
opment comes before settlement, needs must be gen-
eralized. There will always be a difference, for 
example, between a spec house developed in a brand-
new neighborhood and a second house an established 
family builds for itself on land they're already liv-
ing on. There is a difference in the result of a local 
resident going into a business she thinks is needed 
and will thrive in her community and a large orga-
nization looking for a place to put another one of 
their stores. The difference is the degree of atten-
tion to what's going on there. 
Even more important, the timing has changed. 
When today's pioneers move into a new neighbor-
hood, the shopping center is already there, waiting. 
Built for an onslaught of only imagined residents 
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and customers, such developments can be shaped to 
generalized profiles, even themed; but they can never 
be truly appropriate. Building in an area before its 
residents are known - and before the residents know 
the area- may be economical and efficient, but it 
results in places colored heavily by the act of settle-
ment itself. These areas are built in response to mar-
ket generalizations about the desires of customers 
of previous projects- elsewhere. What gets built is 
the generic stuff of settlement. 
Houston. 
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NO MATTER THE PACE or extent of develop-
ment, in Houston, civilization's attempt to subdue 
the natural environment remains at best incomplete. 
Exiting from an air-conditioned bastion, the sights, 
sounds, and smells of dank, fecund nature assault 
the senses. 
In Houston's heat, you feel the humidity first: a 
stagnant, clingy layer, holding perspiration close to 
the skin. In the dead of summer, promised relief 
from breezes escaping out of the Gulf can instead 
turn out to be even wetter and warmer. In the mild 
winters, the wetness jumps to the bones first, leap-
ing through protective layers: clothing and walls. 
Torrential rains with oversized, gelatinous drops 
blanket the area without much regard for season, 
then sit in pools and puddles for days, waiting pa-
tiently for somewhere to drain. Slugs, toads, and 
lizards enjoy the damp; mosquitoes, wasps, and water 
beetles flourish on stagnant ponds and dewy plains. 
Large, crunchy cockroaches come prospecting in-
doors. For half the year, eyes are on the Gulf itself, 
incubator of hurricanes and tropical storms, with 
attendant tornadoes; occasionally these come for a 
visit. 
The gumbo soil and flat terrain keep the coastal 
plain wet long after rains cease. Fungal diseases 
flourish in the aftermath. The thick clay absorbs 
water poorly when dry and when wet, causing flood-
ing in any season. 
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The same water and sun that shape the climate 
make the place lurid with growth. In Houston, the 
wilds are lush. Piney woods in the north, and coastal 
prairie to the south grow rich with greenery, espe-
cially in the summer, when the barometric assault 
on the senses is at its greatest. Lush growth and 
billowy treescapes, whether planned or neglected, 
assert themselves from the edges of par king lots and 
roadways. 
In the arid West, greenery is a sign of cultiva-
tion, dependent on the addition of water; in the East, 
it is a sign of seasonal renewal after the harshness 
of winter. But in Houston it is a lush warning of the 
tenuous hold of a cultivated society against the ul-
timately stronger forces of nature, always ready to 
seize any opportunity to grab back what is right-
fully hers. 
120 

' .·11111111111 
122 

A STORM JUST BEGINNING TO GEL, causing 
a premature twilight, makes the battle lines clear. 
The land lying below, almost perfectly flat, can only 
wait. Above, there is so much sky. Thunderstorms 
never affect the next valley over. With no hill or 
mountain cover to hide in, no canyons from which 
to imagine the sky as only a narrow threat, the me-
tropolis is at the mercy of the wild. 
What will the end of our civilization look like? In 
Houston the answer is abundantly obvious; sneak 
previews lurk in vacant and abandoned lots spread 
throughout the city. 
The swamp may have been drained and paved in 
places, but it lurks at the edges, ready to pounce 
back. Buildings old and new rot, wilt, mold, and 
rust away piece by piece. Grasses and weeds sprout 
in cracks in the concrete, wreaked by seasonal 
stirrings of soil alternately drenched and baked. Soon 
grasses and occasional wildflowers grow over every-
thing, obscuring views of what people had built. 
In the midst of most metropolises, it is hard at 
times to imagine a future of anything but more de-
velopment, more roads, more buildings: more sprawl. 
But in Houston the ultimate future seems clear: 
when mankind is done, nature will take over. 
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EVERY REGION HAS ITS PARTICULAR threats 
and allures. There is, in itself, nothing exceptional 
about the scale of natural obstacles to human settle-
ment in Houston. What's interesting is how people 
here have kept the weather and the wilds at bay: the 
confluence and the lack of it between human devel-
opment and nature's insistent patterns. 
Implants: precious, foreign bastions seated in a 
new environment. In a rough frontier, where the hold 
on the land is tenuous and constant vigilance is nec-
essary to fend off threats, the notion of a settlement 
as an implant is perhaps laughably grandiose, but it 
fits nevertheless. Today's implants are inserted with 
surgical precision; insulating and maintaining them 
is the normal course of business. 
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IN HOUSTON the relationships between the natu-
ral environment and these manmade implants pre-
cariously seated in it are stark, naked, astonishing. 
Even tiny footholds here, set in a soft layer of mud, 
tell stories about much more than the individuals 
who made them and the obstacles they face, about 
more even than regional realities. Such instances 
describe similar, seminal battles everywhere. And in 
Houston, the museum of late 20th-century devel-
opment, the stories correspond- often quite 
baldly- with a more universal condition: the simple 
effort of a society to keep itself alive. 
In Houston, the battles between an idealistic colo-
nizing force and a not-always-malleable environment 
are visible at large and small scales. Often, they are 
as apparent in a quick drive through a small section 
of town as in a detailed analysis of the region's 
economy at large. You can see them clearly in a few 
square inches of a parking lot or in a view of a shop-
ping center from the air. You can feel them genu-
inely in a few steps of a brief walk out a front door, 
or in a lifetime of decisions and relationships and 
experiences in a city on the Texas Gulf Coast. 
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NOTABLY, MANY OF THESE BATTLES STIR 
in the medium of water itself. The parallels between 
the efforts of a city to divide swampland into solid 
ground and watercourse and those of its residents 
to retreat from a sweaty, humid afternoon only to 
drink pitchers of iced tea in an air-conditioned, de-
humidified interior are striking. In both, the en-
emy is a soupy environment; to live, we separate 
something dry and something wet from the undif-
ferentiated muck. From this perspective, Houston's 
rich population of refineries and chemical plant s 
begins to make sense culturally as well as economi-
cally. 
In one telling, the story of this city is the story of 
successive generations of settlers fighting battle af-
ter battle to redirect, reappropriate, redistribute, and 
refine inconvenient dispositions of life-giving flu-
ids. 
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THROUGH MUCH TRIAL AND MUCH ERROR, 
this city has assembled a series of distinct strate-
gies for living in less-than-welcoming environments. 
Implementing and refining these strategies, to miti-
gate the inevitable and neverending conflicts be-
tween manmade implants and the rough natural 
environment they're seated in, has become the en-
gine of Houston's economy. 
Many of these experiments are well integrated 
into the course of everyday life- perhaps most ob-
viously if your job happens to be in building main-
tenance. In two institutions, however, Houston's 
experimental project has gained mythic proportions. 
The Johnson Space Center and the Astrodome 
are more than simply colossal caricatures of Hous-
tonians' grand schemes to seat imported ideas where 
they don't belong. They help prove the 
worthwhileness of the enterprise: that techniques 
developed in Houston's regional battle- with its 
own very particular environment- can yield strat-
egies applicable to the development of settlements 
anywhere. 
Both sites generalize Houston itself. They are 
monuments to the Idea of Houston: where settling 
the neighborhood and developing techniques to 
settle the universe are both part of the same effort . 
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A REGIONAL CULTURE HAS ITS ROOTS in 
the battles and the love between people and their 
local environment. In Houston, the conflicts and 
resolutions that develop between human settlements 
and nature simultaneously- and paradoxically-
have both everything and nothing to do with this 
particular region: Ways of living in Houston are uni-
versal in the sense that the solutions usually ap-
plied here by and large have far more to do with the 
generic idea of settlement anywhere than with local 
conditions; but they are also regional in that these 
generic solutions have been applied so persistently 
here that they have established themselves as a sig-
nificant aspect of the local culture. 
In Houston, the attempt to insulate human life 
from any hazards anywhere has staked a strong claim 
as an appropriate, if not quite indigenous, way of 
life. 
For these same reasons, the more seemingly place-
less Houston grows, the more it can seem like Hous-
ton. If the generic colonization of sprawling 
settlements with little regard for local conditions 
can be said to have a hometown, here it is. 
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Dome Building 
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BASEBALL DID NOT FIT into the dome as sim-
ply as was first hoped. To translate this foreign 
ideal- a cool major-league ballgame- into the 
dome itself, a number of distinct adjustments were 
necessary. In Houston, these adjustments make for 
popular anecdotes, but what's most interesting about 
them is the way they illustrate a translation process 
(and an economy keyed to that process) that must 
occur for every idea brought to Houston. 
After outfielders complained of losing fly balls in 
the glare of the skylights, some lucite panels were 
painted. But then the grass wouldn't grow. The so-
lution? Another import- a new plastic carpet soon 
dubbed Astroturf. 
A baseball game in today' s Astrodome illustrates 
the results of ongoing experimentation. What essen-
tial qualities must the game retain and still be con-
sidered major league baseball? The outer edge of the 
infield is no longer delineated by a change of sur-
face, but by a white line on the carpet. For the na-
tional anthem, a waving flag is displayed on a giant 
screen in the outfield- though this screen is but a 
dim stand-in for the giant scoreboard that once domi-
nated the outfield bleachers and carefully orches-
trated fan responses to the game- a way to ensure, 
perhaps, that indoor fans would act with the same 
vigor as their outdoor counterparts elsewhere. 
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WHAT KIND OF CLIMATE WOULD NEED to 
be so thoroughly excluded? Colt Stadium, where the 
Astros' predecessors played, in what is now the As-
trodome parking lot, is called by one history book 
"the only park in history where the concession stands 
sold more mosquito repellent than beer." 
The Astrodome is significant not because it kept 
out mosquitoes, or sheltered from the rain, or pro-
vided air conditioning. It is significant because it 
excluded everything that is Houston- and in so 
doing became a "near-perfect symbol" of the city. 
To look at the way stadiums are built today, you 
might conclude that the Astrodome is an outmoded 
model- even the Astros' new home will have a re-
tractable roof and a view of downtown. But the As-
trodome strategy has spread so universally to other 
building types that its influence is hard to detect. 
It is present in strip shopping centers even: hard 
shells, in which chain stores place their prepack-
aged implants. 
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The destruction ritual is Houston's way of steeling 
its steadfast resolve to remain in the absolute and 
unsentimental economic present. It also confirms 
human authority in a land subject to forces far more 
powerful: if structures are only temporary, no will 
of nature can destroy our civilization . 
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Usually, marked buildings vanish within a day or 
two. Driving by, you sense an absense, but often can't 
exactly remember what once stood there. Sometimes 
the name of the replacement reminds you - the 
Bakery Square shopping center, of course, sits where 
only a few months ago there was a real bakery. Of-
ten, though, only a gap remains- vacant, scraped, 
but soon overrun with greenery -a blank slate upon 
which some new, more flexible idea of a city might 
land. 
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Perhaps the most quietly symbolic structures to face 
the wrecking ball, dynamite, and a host of other 
assorted instruments of destruction in recent months 
were the American Rice silos on Studewood Avenue, 
west of downtown. Scorched by fire in the late 1980s, 
they sat vacant for almost a decade, mountainous 
remnants of a dried-up commercial flow, and remind-
ers too of the rice fields that once covered much of 
Houston's damp landscape. 
Though they had been built only in the 1960s, 
the silos were clear symbols of an economic order 
whose time had passed. Hoping to sell their land 
more easily, American Rice ordered the silos' destruc-
tion in late 1995: a slow, painstaking, monumental 
task. 
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